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Selection of a Thesis Project 
 

Joseph G. Sebranek 

The “ideal” process by which a thesis project is selected ac-
tually begins long before the work commitment to the project is 
made. It begins at the undergraduate level when courses and 
activities begin to spark a specific interest and an intensified 
level of curiosity. More than likely, this is largely a subcon-
scious event for most students, so the trick lies in recognizing 
the things in an undergraduate program that are especially in-
teresting and appealing. After all, the objective of graduate 
school is to learn a great deal more about a specific area and to 
then use that learning to develop a professional career. Gradu-
ate school is a lot of work and you really have to want to be 
there to make it worthwhile. Working on something that is ex-
citing to you makes the process immensely easier. So, the best 
approach to take at the beginning is to be completely honest 
with yourself about what truly interests you. 

Before You Start 

For those of you who are undergraduates, there are some 
things you can do now to get started and to prevent many 
headaches later. First, assess your reasons for considering 
graduate school. You should be honestly interested and curious 
about Meat Science. Wanting to delay your job hunt or going 
to graduate school as a backup plan for something else is not a 
good enough reason. Do as much reading about the things that 
interest you as possible (You will be doing a lot of reading once 
you start graduate school so you may as well get used to it.) 
The reading achieves two things; you will begin to develop 
ideas about things you can do in your area of interest, and you 
will become acquainted with names and locations of research-
ers who are potential major professors. Contacting some of 
these potential major professors to inquire about graduate 
school will give you an advantage over those students who 
apply for graduate school without making personal contact. 
This will also give you opportunity to begin to evaluate profes-
sors as potential thesis advisors. A good advisor will respond to 
your inquiry even if they are busy. Talk to faculty members at 
your institution about graduate programs in your area of inter-
est. Try to get involved with research by helping graduate stu-

dents or faculty with research projects to determine if you en-
joy the research atmosphere. 

These things are important because they will help you in se-
lecting a school and a potential major professor, both of which 
will be major determinants of your thesis project decision. 

Getting Started 

For many new graduate students, graduate school is a sur-
prisingly unstructured environment. The course load is less 
than for undergraduates and there is an expectation by the fac-
ulty of self-motivated scholarship. This is a time that you should 
deliberately and consciously work to develop your self-
motivation and self-starting habits. A comment from my view-
point as a professor and thesis advisor: This is a time that I per-
sonally observe my new students to see how well they can 
begin to direct themselves without a lot of prompting. This is 
also a time that you should be reading as much as possible 
about your area of interest, attending seminars and talking with 
faculty and fellow graduate students. Many people start a per-
sonal journal at this point to record random ideas, speculations, 
interesting questions and problems, references to check and 
people to contact. These notes over time are likely to form a 
pattern that may suggest topics and ideas to pursue for a thesis 
project. Start a file and a bibliography of papers you have read. 
This may be the beginning of a thesis literature review but will 
be useful later in a variety of ways regardless of what your the-
sis project may be. 

Finding a Major Professor 

At some point, graduate students must select a major profes-
sor or thesis advisor. In most cases in our profession, graduate 
students are accepted in a graduate program with the expecta-
tion that they will be working with a specific faculty member as 
their major professor. In some cases, students are allowed to 
select a major professor after entering graduate school. In either 
case, this is an extremely important decision because finding 
the right fit between major professor and graduate student is 
critical to the success of both. You need to do your homework 
as part of your selection process of graduate schools or as soon 
as possible after beginning graduate school. 

Of course, a few things about selecting an “ideal” major pro-
fessor are obvious. The individual should be working in the 
area you have interest in, they should be already doing high-
quality research and they should be highly respected by the 
meat science community. To further narrow down your deci-
sion, attend seminars or scientific presentations given by these 
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faculty, talk to other graduate students and recent graduates. 
There are several things to consider in addition to scientific 
expertise. A good thesis advisor should be a good mentor and 
provide support for both professional and personal develop-
ment. Consider the kind of day-to-day relationship with your 
major professor that is likely to be most productive for you. 
Some faculty are very involved in day-to-day supervision of 
graduate students while others prefer to have students function 
more independently and expect students to ask questions or 
seek help when needed. 

Regardless of the process used, selecting a major professor 
or thesis advisor is probably the singly most important decision 
that determines the thesis project. 

Becoming Part of the Meat Science Community 

One of the most important parts of the professional devel-
opment for graduate students is to become an active participant 
in the meat science community. Students should attend as 
many conferences and workshops as possible to meet other 
professionals in the field. While the Reciprocal Meat Confer-
ence is a good example, there are many others that can provide 
contacts, networking and current research reports that are valu-
able sources for ideas on thesis projects. Networking and estab-
lishing contacts within the meat science community can also 
be invaluable later when the time comes to look for employ-
ment. 

Selecting a Thesis Project 

The importance of the major professor becomes very obvi-
ous when specific planning for a thesis project begins. In many 
cases, major professors have ongoing research projects sup-
ported by grants, and graduate students are expected to de-
velop these projects into graduate theses. This is where selec-
tion of the right graduate program and major professor to match 
your interests has its impact. On the other hand, other faculty 
have more generally defined research programs and will en-
courage students to develop specific ideas within those pro-
grams. However, beware of an advisor that seems willing to let 
you go any direction you want. A critical part of a good thesis 
project is the technical assistance and advice from a thesis ad-
visor who is experienced and knowledgeable in the area being 
studied. A novel, radical idea may be exciting at first but with-
out help to solve problems as you go along, it may be difficult 
to complete successfully. 

 

Regardless of the particular program you may be part of, 
there are some considerations that should be part of the selec-
tion of every thesis project. First, the research must be original. 
To do original research, you must be aware of ongoing re-
search in your area. Here is where the early (and continued) 
reading of published research becomes important. Keep up 
with the reading as you go along because newly published 
results may be very important to what you are doing. It’s not 
unusual for graduate students to see new publications on 
closely related work and assume their thesis topic is ruined. 
Usually that’s not the case, but it takes careful reading to de-
termine the directions you should follow if this situation occurs. 

Secondly, a good thesis project will address important is-
sues. It should tackle a real problem rather than a toy problem, 
and produce potentially useful results from your work. Be care-
ful to keep the project size manageable. Here again is another 
advantage of extensive reading. Reviewing previous theses can 
provide a good concept of the amount of time and effort 
needed for a specific project. 

Third, it is highly recommended that you write a thesis pro-
ject proposal that includes a hypothesis, literature review, ex-
perimental design, analytical methods, statistical analysis and 
expected time line. Some graduate programs require a pro-
posal; others do not. However, a proposal provides a highly 
efficient means of communicating your thought processes to 
your major professor and getting feedback prior to implement-
ing your plan. This is the final fine-tuning necessary for a good 
thesis project. 

Getting It Done 

The objective of a thesis project is obviously a thesis. How-
ever, graduate students often approach the thesis project and 
thesis writing as two separate phases of their graduate program. 
It is not a good idea to first do all of the data collection, and 
then sit down to write a thesis from beginning to end. Writing 
should begin before any laboratory work begins – in the form 
of a literature review. The project proposal should include a 
literature review and this should be continuously updated over 
the course of the project research. Materials and methods 
should also be written as they are developed and implemented. 
Taking this approach not only makes it easy to finish a thesis by 
adding the results and discussion but also ensures that all parts 
of the thesis are complete and can be effectively defended in a 
final oral examination. 

 


